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1 INTRODUCTION 


The Catholic Church posthumously confers beatification, and 
later sainthood, on people considered so holy during their lives 
that they are now believed to be with God and can intercede 
with him to perform miracles. Pope Francis observed, “the 
lives of saints remind us that the Christian ideal is not 
unattainable; we too can all be saints, by keeping our hearts 
open to God and asking that the Lord give us this hope and 
grace.”' He, while keeps giving us a clarion call to become 
saints, introduced a new fourth pathway to sainthood in the 
Catholic Church with his motu proprio, entitled Mazorem hac 
dilectionem,’ (which is taken from this passage in the Gospel 
of John: “Greater love than this no man has, that a man lay 
down his life for his friends”’) recognizing those who sacrifice 
their lives for others. The road to sainthood is a little wider 
now that the offering of one’s life in a heroic act of service 
"1 E’Osservatore Romano (23 June 2017): 25/1. 

2 Francis, Apostolic Letter gives as motu proprio Maiorem hac dilectionem 
(11 July 2017), in AAS 109 (2017): 831-834. For the translation of this document 


in English cf. L’Osservatore Romano (14 July 2017): 28/6; Studies in Church 
Law 12 (2017): 11-16. 
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to others is recognized by the Church. This new pathway to 
sainthood is by virtue of the “offering of life.” 


This new pathway to canonization, te., “offering of 
life” is very new and distinct from the other usual pathways 
based on 1) the heroic practices of virtues, ii) martyrdom 
and iii) equipollent canonization which the Church has been 
considering so far. It was very widely applauded when this 
motu proprio titled Maiorem hac dilectionem, establishing a new 
cause/pathway based on the heroic offering of life, was 
made public in 2017. It recognizes the heroic sacrifices 
of those who willingly risked their lives and died in their 
selfless service to others. This article, after examining the 
three usual causes/pathways, aims at studying this new 
pathway, offering of life (ob/atio vitae) to beatification and 
canonization, looking at its differences from other paths/ 
causes for canonization, its significance, origin and evolution 
etc. 


2 THE USUAL PATHWAYS FOR CANONIZATION 
UNTIL 2017 


Generally, the Holy Mother Church recognizes and continues 
to elevate to the honour of the altar (sainthood) those who 
stood apart outstandingly in life by virtue of three specific 
spheres of life (three pathways/causes): 1) heroic practices 
of virtues and holiness in life; 2) martyrdom; and 3) Per viam 
cultus | casus aequipollens / Equipollent Canonization. 


2.1 THE First PatHway - HEROIC PRACTICES OF VIRTUES 
AND HOLINESS IN LIFE ABOVE ALL FOR CHARITY 


The first cause/pathway for the process of canonization 
is the heroic practices of virtues and holiness in life above 
all for charity. In Latin, this category is known as confessores 
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fidei — e.g., St Mother Teresa).? Concerning the heroism of 
virtues, political or ethical virtues are not examined, rather 
Christian virtues are essentially given considerations;* These 
heroic acts virtues should be fulfilled willingly/spontaneously 
(expedite), immediately/promptly (prompzte), joyfully/pleasantly 
(delectabihiter) and heroically, even superhumanly (supra communem 
operandi modum); these are not the fruits of the reason, rather 
of the gift of the Holy Spirit.” These aforementioned adverbs 
are used by Pope Benedict XIV.° 


We note a few things about this definition. First, expedite, 
prompte et delectabiliter are characteristics that are not proper to 
heroic virtue, but which belong to every act of true virtue. 
Secondly, ex supernatural endpoints that the virtues we speak 
of are the infused virtues. Thirdly, we are told that this heroic 
virtue operates without the intervention of reason. Fourthly, 
the heroic virtue is composed of the self-denial of those who 
practice it and the subjection of the affections to reason. So in 
the end, it remains that the only real difference of heroic virtue 


3 Heroic virtues applied quickly, promptly, pleasantly and over common 


behaviours for a supernatural goal and for an adequate period of time, that is to 
say until they become an usual way of being and behaving in accordance with 
the Gospel. We are dealing with Theological Virtues (faith, hope and charity), 
Cardinal Virtues (Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance) and “annexed” (or 
adjunct) virtues (poverty, obedience, chastity, humility). 

* Cf. A. Casieri, La perfezione Cristiana in Benedetto XIV con particolare 
riferimento all’eta giovanile (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
1979), 13; G. Martinelli, “Procedure di canonizzazione nella inchiesta 
diocesana,” in Quaderni di diritto ecclesiale 16 (2003): 12-29. 

> E, Spedicato, Le cause di canonizzazione alla luce del diritto processuale. 
Analisi testuale e contestuale del can. 1403 (Roma: Gregorian and Biblical 
Press, 2017), 59. 

®° Benedict XIV, La beatificazione dei servi di Dio e la canonizzazione dei 
beati, vol. III/I (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana 2015), cap. 22, n.1: 
“Ex dictis in capite praecedenti virtus Christiana, ut sit heroica, efficere debet, 
ut eam habens operetur expedite, prompte, et delectabiliter supra communem 
modum ex fine supernaturali, et sic sine humano ratiocinio, cum abnegatione 
operatnis et affectuum subiectione.” Cf. V. Criscuolo, C. Pellegrino, R.J. Sarno 
(eds), Le Cause dei Santi: Sussidio per lo Studium (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria 
Editrice Vaticana, 2018"), 41. 
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lies in the fact that it is supra communem modum. Benedict XIV 
affirms that the supra communem modum has to be understood as 
supreme perfection. It is something very rare. To arrive at this 
perfection heroic virtue it is not sufficient to have purity of 
the soul but there should be other virtues such as readiness, 
ardour, and pleasure. The heroic virtue is manifested through 
heroic, perfect and virtuous acts. 


2.2 THE SECOND PaTHway - MARTYRDOM DUE TO THEIR 
SUPREME LOVE FOR CHRIST 


The term martyr or martyrdom derives from the Greek word: 
martus (uxetvs) which signifies ‘witness’ and it is a term that 
has a legal origin. Thev martus was in fact the person who, 
having seen the facts and knowing the truth from experience, 
could testify to it with certainty, even before the judges in a 
legal environment. By analogy, already in the classical juridical 
system, its meaning began to indicate the one who testifies to 
the truth and proclaims convictions that sustain her life.’ 


Initially, therefore, the reference was not directly alluding 
to the shedding of blood, but rather to what was witnessed, 
the truth in fact, and to the strength, which allowed one to 
expose oneself even in front of a strong and demanding 
judgment such as that of a court. This clarification can already 
enlighten us concerning the true meaning of the term even in 
the Christian context. Therefore, the concept that is assumed 
in the context of faith in one God and then in Jesus Christ 
slowly takes on those connotations that today are normally 
associated with the word “martyr” and martyrdom: that is, 
witness to the truth, even where this involves difficulty. It is 
a decisive, important testimony that can change history, as 


7 C. Demezzi, Amare perdutamente. Riflessioni sulla Teologia del martirio 


e San Massimiliano Maria Kolbe (Ancona: StreetLib, 2016), 10-31. 
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happens in court, precisely when a witness brings clarity to 
the events in a decisive way.® 


The current notion of martyrdom, adopted by the 
Congregation of the Causes of Saints, depends on a long 
historical development and on an equally long theological 
reflection which has as its basis the Augustinian sentence 
martyres non facit poena sed causa. The term “cause” must be 
understood not only as an efficient cause, which is the 
persecutor, but also as a final cause, both for the victim (Le., 
the faith) and for the persecutor (Le., hatred of the faith). 
Benedict XIV defines martyrdom in the following way: 
Martyrdom and the voluntary tolerance or tolerance of death 
for faith in Christ or for another act of virtue referred to 
God." 


To canonically prove martyrdom four constitutional 
elements must be identified in the process of beatification: a) 


8 St Augustine, Enarrationes in psalmos XXXIV, sermo II, n. XII, in 


Patrologice cursus completus series latina, ed. J.P. Migne (Parisiis: Bibliothecae 
Cleri Universae, 1861), Vol. 36, cols 340-341; Cf. V. Criscuolo, C. Pellegrino, 
R.J. Sarno (eds), Le Cause dei Santi: Sussidio per lo Studium, 57. 

° St Augustine, Sermones ad populum, Sermo CCCXXVII, n. 2, in 
Patrologice cursus completus series latina, ed. J.P. Migne (Parisiis : Bibliothecae 
Cleri Universae, 1861), Vol. 38, col 1451: ““Martyres non facit poena sed causa.” 
This means, “martyrdom is made not by the suffering but by the cause” i.e., 
you do not become a martyr just because you have suffered, but rather because 
you have suffered for the true faith. By implication suffering a painful death 
for heresy is not martyrdom. Augustine was specifically aiming at Donatists 
persecuted and killed by the Catholics. Since they were not Christians, he 
reasoned that they could not be martyrs. Augustine freely admits that Donatists 
suffered, but their suffering was not martyrdom because their cause was outside 
the Catholic Church. He illustrates this point by reminding his hearers that Jesus 
was crucified between two criminals. Though all three men received the same 
punishment, only Jesus’ suffering had a just cause; the other two men suffered 
for their own iniquity. For a discussion of the conflict between the Donatists and 
Catholics, cf. M.A. Tilley, Zhe Bible in Christian North Africa. The Donatist 
World (Mineapolis: Fortress Press 1997); A, Dearn, “Voluntary Martyrdom and 
the Donatist Schism,” in Studia Patristica 36 (2006): 27-32. 

' Benedict XIV, La beatificazione dei servi di Dio e la canonizzanione dei 
beati, UI/I, cap. 11, no. 1. 
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persecutor, b) martyr, c) death, and d) its cause. Martyrdom 
due to their supreme love for Christ (wartyrium — e.g., St 
Devasahayam alias Lazarus);'' The martyr is the one who 
gives life and sheds blood through a violent and instant death 
ot following various corporal harassment (martirio materiale).'* 
A martyr is a person who suffered and died for the love of 
Christ. The material element (~artirio materiale ex parte victimae) 
of martyrdom is the death of the martyr. In the practice of 
the former Sacred Congregation of Rites,'’ and of the current 
Congregation of the Causes of Saints, shedding of blood 
(¢ffusio sanguinis), 1.e., physical death was consistently required 
until recently. It means that he was not considered a martyr 
who was tortured to death mentally, or survived the physical 
torture, and died later. During the pontificate of John Paul I 
came a significant shift in the understanding of martyrdom. 
He considered that martyrs can be not only those who were 
materially killed for Christ but also those who survived the 
physical and mental suffering and died later. It is constitutive 
to prove the link between suffering and death, meaning the 
martyr died as a consequence of the suffering caused to him. 


'' Martyrdom is the supreme imitation of Christ and the highest proof of 


Charity. The classic idea of martyrdom consists of: a) Voluntary acceptation by 
the victim of violent death for the love of Christ; b) Odium of persecutor for the 
faith or for another Christian virtue; c) Mildness and forgiveness of the victim 
following the example of Jesus, who besought the mercy of the Father for his 
murderer. 

' In the early centuries, this was defined as “perfect martyrdom”. In the 
following years, there existed “incoative martyrdom” which concerned those 
who had been imprisoned after confessing their faith in Christ in tribunal which 
demanded them to renounce the faith. 

‘5 The Sacred Congregation of Rites was a congregation of the Roman Curia, 
erected on 22 January 1588 by Pope Sixtus V by the Apostolic Constitution 
in the form of a papal Bull Jmmensa Aeterni Dei and its functions reassigned 
were by Pope Paul VI on 8 May 1969. The Congregation was charged with 
the supervision of the liturgy, the dispensation of the decrees of Canonical 
coronations, other various sacraments, and the process of Canonization of 
Saints. With the modern reforms of Pope Paul VI after the Second Vatican 
Council, it was divided into the Congregation for the Causes of Saints and the 
Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments. 
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The formal element of martyrdom is the cause of death 
based on the well-known thesis of Saint Augustine: Martyrium 
non facit poena, sed causa (punishment/suffering does not make 
martyrdom, but the cause).'* It means that the reason for the 
persecutor’s actions is explicitly or implicitly his hatred for 
the faith (odium fidet), and for the martyr’s actions, it is love 
for God and the Church. There is also a persecutor in the 
martyrdom. A persecutor is a person who is different from 
the martyr who acts in the hatred of the faith (odium fidei) or 
a virtue connected to it (wartirio formale ex parte persecutoris).'° 
This means that the persecutor and the martyr cannot be 
the same person. It may sound banal, but it has a theological 
significance. 


2.3 THe Toirp PATHWAY - PER VIAM CULTUS / CASUS 
AEQUIPOLLENS / EQUIPOLLENT CANONIZATION 


The aforementioned two pathways/causes treat the cases 
of servants of God for whom there was no cult (per viam 
non cultus) among the people. These pathways of 1) Heroic 
Practices of Virtues and Holiness in Life above all for Charity 
and 2) Martyrdom due to their Supreme Love for Christ - both 
these are declared after the ordinary process for beatification 
and canonization. 


Besides these two pathways, there is also a less 
travelled pathway which is called per viam cultus (also called 
casus aequipollens) which proceeds from an ancient cult. This 
pathway is an extraordinary process that renders recognition 
of the servant of God whom the people have been locally 
worshipping by way of cult (cw/tus). In this context, the 


4 St Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos XXXIV, sermo II, n. XIII, Vol. 36, 
cols 340-341. 

'S E, Spedicato, Le cause di canonizzazione alla luce del diritto processuale. 
Analisi testuale e contestuale del can. 1403 (Roma : Gregorian and Biblical 
Press, 2017), 59. 
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person should have been worshipped from time immemorial 
(ab immemorabili tempore). This historical period begins from 
the end of the pontificate of Alexander II (1181) and ends 
with the time fixed by the Apostolic Constitution Caelestis 
Hierusalem cives of Urban VIII in 1634.'° The time fixed by 
this Apostolic Constitution was 100 years before 1634, Le., 
1534. Therefore, in the cases of “per viam cultus,” (the servant 
of God was already an object of public cult (casus nuncupatus) 
and therefore it was also called ancient cause) it was necessary 
to demonstrate that the cult shown to the servant of God 
was immemorial or at least 100 years before 1634, i.e., 1534. 
Through this procedure, the Pope recognizes and per decretum 
confirms the ancient cults evolved after Pope Alexander HI 
(1181) and before 1534, t.e., 100 years before the Apostolic 
Constitution Caelestis Hierusalem cives by Pope Urban VUI 
(1634)."” 


This process was defined as casus exceptus. This is an 
extraordinary process. This is still in practice. The process 
concerning non-cult (per viam non cultus) was conducted by the 
ordinary procedure of beatification, which presupposed the 
absence of cult shown to the one who died after 1634. In any 
particular case, where the public cult was shown to a servant 
of God against the prescription of Urban VIII, ie., to anyone 
who died after the year 1634, the cause was not permitted to 
proceed until all signs of public veneration had been removed 
in the judgement of the Holy See.'* Therefore, for the general 
cases of beatification or sainthood of any servants of God, 
there should not be any practice of cult rendered to them 
by the people after 1634. Here, the cult manifests diverse 
forms, such as the use of the title “blessed,” the celebration 


'© Can. 2125 §1 of CIC 1917. 

7 V. Criscuolo, C. Pellegrino, R.J. Sarno (eds), Le Cause dei Santi: Sussidio 
per lo Studium, 92. 

8 [bid., 212. 
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of masses or recitation of the divine office, the liturgy of the 
houts in honour of them, his or her burial under an altar, the 
procession and pilgrimages with his relics.'” 


Popes have several times permitted to the universal 
Church, without executing the ordinary judicial process of 
canonization described above, the veneration as a saint, the 
“cult” (cultus) of one long venerated as such locally. This 
act of a Pope is denominated “equipollent” or “equivalent 
canonization” and “confirmation of cultus;” In such cases, 
there is no need to have a miracle attributed to the saint to allow 
their canonization. Pope Benedict XIV (1740-1758) instituted 
(De servorum Dei beatificatione et beatorum canonizatione), there are 
three conditions for equipollent canonization: (1) existence of 
an ancient cult (ca/tus) of the person ab immemorabili tempore, (2) 
a general and constant attestation to the virtues or martyrdom 
of the person by credible historians, and (3) uninterrupted 
fame of the person as a worker of miracles. 


The canonical provisions regarding the “casas exceptus” 
appear in the CIC 1917 (cann. 2125-2135) and is an 
acknowledgement/recognition of the proof of ancient 
worship, spanning from the period of the pontificate of 
Alexander III (1181 AD) until 1534 AD, as established by 
Pope Urban VIII (1623-1644 AD).” This proof of ancient 
worship is also called “equipollent canonization (e.g, St 
Peter Faber’s*! S.J ancient worship/cult was recognized by 


9 Tbid., 445. 

20 This pathway to sainthood is envisaged when there is evidence of strong 
devotion among the faithful to a holy man or woman. In these cases, the pope 
can waive a lengthy formal canonical investigation and can authorize their 
veneration as saints. 

21 Pope Francis, on his own 77" birthday, 17 December 2013, announced 
Faber’s canonization. He used a process known as “equipollent canonization” 
(per viam cultus) that dispenses with the ordinary standard judicial procedures 
and ceremonies in the case of someone long venerated. Faber is regarded as one 
of Pope Francis’ favourite saints. 
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Pope Francis and Hildegard’s of Bingen’s” ancient worship/ 
cult is recognized by Pope Benedict XVI).””” 


The aforementioned pathways are the conventional 
pathways that pave the way for the beatification and 
subsequently canonization in the Catholic Church. 
Hereinafter, the article will delve into the new pathway for the 
canonization established by Pope Francis in 2017. 


3 THE NEW PATHWAY FOR THE 
CANONIZATION - “OFFERING OF LIFE” 


Although there are three possible ways, they do not 
look adequate to interpret all possible cases to become a 
canonizable saint. Therefore, lately, the Congregation of 
the Causes of Saints has posed the question of whether 
those Servants of God who, inspired by the example of 
Jesus Christ have deliberately and freely offered their lives 
for their brothers/sisters might deserve canonization since 
their supreme act of Charity, being the direct cause of 
death puts into practice the Word of God: “Greater love 
has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends 
(john 15:13).” It’s about newly introducing a fourth path, 
namely “the offering of one’s life” (oblatio vitae). Although 
it resembles somehow characteristics of the martyrdom 
(martyrium) ot the heroic practices of virtue (confessores fidei), 
the new “fer (offering of life) is a new pathway/cause that 


» Although the history of her formal canonization is complicated, regional 
calendars of the Roman Catholic Church have listed her as a saint for 
centuries. On 10 May 2012, Pope Benedict XVI extended the liturgical cult 
of Hildegard to the entire Catholic Church in a process known as “equivalent 
canonization” (per viam cultus). On 7 October 2012, he named her a Doctor 
of the Church, in recognition of “her holiness of life and the originality of her 
teaching.” 

3 For the details of this last type cf. Cf. Merlin Rengith Ambrose, 
“Canonization: A Glimpse Through the Centuries and Canonical Legislations,” 
in Indian Theological Studies 57/4 (2020): 727-729. 
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wants to give value to a heroic Christian testimony which 
has no specific procedure until now. 


While the Church has used the aforementioned three 
pathways/causes for centuries for the process of canonization 
until now, a new canonical pathway/cause in the life of the 
Church was introduced by Pope Francis in 2017 with the motu 
proprio titled “Maztorem hac dilectionem” on the “offering of life” 
for the process of canonization. According to this apostolic 
letter given as motu proprio, all those who, in the name of 
charity, have heroically offered their lives for others freely 
and deliberately accepting a premature and certain death 
to follow Jesus can be declared blessed and subsequently 
saints, subject to fulfilling the other requirements. This new 
pathway consists in the “offering of life,’ namely the sacrifice 
of one’s life in the name of charity, intended as Christian love 
for the others. This new pathway is the reflection of the 
biblical passage: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus 
Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down 
our lives for our brothers and sisters.” (1 John 3:16). 


4 THE EVOLUTION OF THE NEW PATHWAY 
“OFFERING OF LIFE” 


Until 2017, the new pathway/cause “the offer of life” even 
to death was not a constitutive case. But, when there was an 
offer of life, it was incorporated in the aforementioned first 
pathway of the heroic practice of virtues or in the second 
pathway of martyrdom. It’s now clear that this practice did 
not render justice to the moving expression of holiness 
whereby one offers his/her life. The aforementioned three 
paths are still open and possible but do not appear sufficient 
to interpret all possible causes of canonizable sanctity. In fact, 
recently, the Congregation of the Causes of Saints has asked: 
“whether beatification is not deserved by those Servants 
of God who, inspired by Christ’s example, have freely and 
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voluntarily offered and immolated their own life for their 
brethren in a supreme act of charity, which was the direct 
cause of death, thus putting into practice the Word of the 
Lord: ‘Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down 
his life for his friends’ (John 15:13).” 


This entire issue became a clear topic for discussion 
for the Congregation of the Causes of Saints starting 
from 24" January 2014 during its Ordinary Congress. The 
Prefect, Cardinal Angelo Amato, brought this argument to 
the Holy Father Francis during his audience on the 7th of 
February 2014. The Pope approved and encouraged the 
study of this new cause. Therefore, the dicastery set up a 
Positio peculiaris with the complementary contributions of 
five scholars of the Causes of Saints: a biblist, a professor 
of dogmatic theology, a specialist in spiritual theology, a 
jurist and a historian. On 2 June 2016 the Congregation held 
a Peculiar Congress on this topic comprised of 15 experts 
(10 consultors and 5 postulators), different from those of 
the Positio peculiaris. 


The meeting was presided over by Bishop Enrico Dal 
Covolo. The discussion focused on five queries communicated 
by the Congress, formulated as: 


1. Can the offering of life, followed by death, be 
determined to be an expression of supreme and heroic 
imitation of Christ? 

2. What psychological and theological characteristics 
should the offering of life have in order to be 
considered a heroic act of charity? 

3. Should the offering of life mature in the context of 
a consolidated Christian life, or can it be a sudden 
decision, that is, without remote preparation? 

4. Is it appropriate to treat the offering of life as a cause, 
distinct from those of martyrdom and of heroic 
virtues? 
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5. Should the juridical procedure for eventual beatification 
for the cause of offering of life (per viam vitae oblationis), 
beyond the diocesan investigation super vita, virtutibus, 
oblatione vitae, fama sanctitatis also include proof of a 
miracle?” (Relatio et Vota Congressus Peculiatis, p. 8).”* 


Each question was answered in writing by the 15 consultors 
and postulators who then discussed the matter in a collegial 
meeting (Congress). As it’s well known, the conclusions of 
the peculiar congresses of the Congregation of the Causes of 
Saints ate very important, because they express the opinions 
of the academics and experts who examined the matter in 
depth. However, their vote is not deliberative and binding. 


In our case, the ample and peaceful in-depth examination 
of the Congress led to these conclusions: 


a) the offer of life, followed by death, can be determined 
to be an expression of supreme and heroic imitation 
of Christ, as arises from the New Testament, from the 
Tradition of the martyrs and confessors of the faith, 
from the Magistertum of the Popes, from the Second 
Vatican Council and from theological reflection, above 
all, in regard to charity; 


b) the offer of life, in the vast majority of cases, matures 
within a context of the practice of Christian virtues; 


c) as to the query whether the offer of life must be a cause 
distinct from those of martyrdom and of heroic virtues, 
the majority voted in favour of the idea of configuring it 
a distinct cause, while a minority voted against; 


d) as to the juridical procedure for eventual beatification 
for the cause of offering of life (per viam vitae oblationis), 
beyond the diocesan investigation swper vita (regarding 


4 V. Criscuolo, C. Pellegrino, R.J. Sarno (eds), Le Cause dei Santi: Sussidio 
per lo Studium, 94. 
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life), vzrtutibus (regarding virtues), oblatione vitae (regarding 
the offering of life), fama sanctitatis (regarding the fame 
of sanctity), the majority of consultors and postulators 
held that a formally approved miracle is necessary for 
beatification.” 


On 27" September 2016, members of the Congregation 
of the Causes of Saints took these opinions to the Plenary 
Session of Cardinals and Bishops. The various aspects 
of the issue were deeply and broadly examined in the light 
of doctrine and pastoral considerations. In conclusion, the 
Cardinals and Bishops voted in favour of a new pathway to 
beatification for those who have offered their life with explicit 
and recognized Christian motivations. The need for a formally 
approved miracle was also highlighted, as divine confirmation 
of human judgment on the new path to beatification and 


canonization, ie., “offering of life.” 


5 MOTU PROPRIO “MAIOREM HAC DILECTIONEM” 
CONSTITUTING THE NEW PATHWAY 


These aforementioned conclusions were submitted by the 
Congregation of the Causes of Saints to the Holy Father 
Pope Francis by way of the letter dated 28" November 
2016 (Prot. Num. VAR 7454/14).27 On 17" January 2016, 
the Secretary of State informed Cardinal Amato, the then 
prefect of the Congregation of the Causes of Saints, that 
His Holiness on 10" January has benevolently approved the 
proposal to proceed to the beatification of those Servants of 
God whose free and voluntary offer of life was the cause of 
their death. The Congregation was also asked to draft the text 
of the Pontifical Pronouncement in order to present it for the 
definitive approval of the Holy Father. The name of the said 
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Pontifical Pronouncement is the motu proprio titled “Maiorem 
hac dilectionem,’ signed by Pope Francis. The following is the 
essence of this new pathway. 


5.1 CHARITY IS AT THE BASE (PROPTER CARITATEM) 


Art. 2 of Maiorem hac dilectionem states one propter caritatem™® 
should offer life and must accept certain and premature 
death. It is clear that all paths to canonized sanctity must have 
a common denominator in charity. So even the offering of 
life cannot disregard perfection of charity, that, in this case, 
it is not the result of an extended, ready and joyful repetition 
of virtuous acts, but it’s a single heroic act fully expressing 
the Christian option for its radicalism, irrevocability and 
persistence up to death (wsque ad mortem). Pope Francis 
approved new norms allowing for candidates to be considered 
for sainthood because of the heroic way they freely risked 
their lives and died prematurely because of “an extreme act of 
charity.” Then, theologians teach that due to the “connection” 
among virtues, where there’s a heroic act of charity there is a 
corresponding act of faith, hope, prudence, fortitude and so 
on. 


5.2 TIME Factor 


It should be also said that the time factor, that’s to say the 
duration of the offer, is significant. As a matter of fact, if the 
heroic act of offering lasts over the years, it could be part of 
the heroic virtues (the first cause/pathway for canonization), 
since these virtuous actions are not the only expression of 
extraordinary perfect behaviours but also are exercised over a 
long period of time. According to jurisprudence, the practice 
is at least ten years long for ordinary cases to be processed 
according to the fitst pathway/cause. Therefore to make 
this new pathway distinct from the first pathway, the motu 
proprio introducing the new pathway establishes “death in a 


8 L’Osservatore Romano (14 July 2017): 28/6. 
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short time” or “untimely death” (ac tempore proximae mortis), 
not meaning immediate but not so far away to transform the 
heroic act into heroic virtue which is the first cause for the 
canonization. 


If both heroic offering of life and exercise of heroic 
virtue coexist, obviously the judicial procedure will prefer to 
treat it as the case of heroic virtues (the first cause/pathway 
for canonization) as they better express the personality of the 
Servant of God, his sanctity and all his spiritual treasures.” 
Whether it would be possible to draw up a list of legal 
procedures to verify canonizable sainthood, we can conclude 
that first place goes to martyrdom, second to heroic virtues, 
third goes to the heroic offering of life up to death. To 
conclude, we can say that who ends his life with an heroic act 
of charity, might be considered the perfect disciple of Christ. 
They could be suggested as a model of the Christian life as 
far as it’s God himself to prove the authenticity of such an 
example through the fame of their holiness (fama sanctitatis), 
the evidence for miracles and the favourable judgement of 
the supreme authority of the Church.” 


6 WHICH OFFER OF LIFE AND WHICH JURIDIC 
PROCEDURE? 


There are four essential criteria for the offering of life. Motu 
proprio titled “Mazorem hac dilectionem” quite conveniently states 
in art. 2: 


“The offer of life, in order that it be valid and effective 
for the beatification of a Servant of God, must respond 
to the following criteria: 


2° RJ. Sarno, Studium delle cause dei Santi (Class notes) (Vatican: 


Congregation of the Causes of Saints, 2019), 17. 
3° V. Criscuolo, C. Pellegrino, R.J. Sarno (eds), Le Cause dei Santi: Sussidio 
per lo Studium, 93. 
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a) a free and voluntary offer of life and heroic acceptance 
propter caritatem of a certain and untimely death; 


b) a nexus between the offer of life and premature death; 


c) the exercise, at least as ordinarily possible, of Christian 
virtues before the offer of life and, then, until death; 


d) the existence of fama sanctitatis et signorum, at least after 
death; 


e) the necessity of a miracle for beatification, occurring 
after the death of the Servant of God and through his 


ot her intercession.’”*! 


Article 3 of the motu proprio adds the norms regarding the 
canonical investigation of the cause of offering of life and 
the preparation of the relative dossier (Positio) that has to be 
submitted to the theologian-consultors and the Cardinals: 
“The celebration of the diocesan or eparchial Inquest and 
the related Positio are regulated by the Apostolic Constitution 
Divinus perfectionis Magister of 25 January 1983 and by the 
Normae Servandae of 7 February 1983 of the same year.” This 
new regulation on the offering of life must also be linked, 
logically, to the Instruction Sanctorum Mater of 17th May 2007, 
which is intended to facilitate the proper application of the 
legislation of 1983. Lastly, the motu proprio has established 
that the dubium, that is, the matter of the verification in causes 
based on the offer of life be thus formulated: “Az constet de 
heroica oblatione vitae usque ad mortem propter caritatem necnon de 
virtutibus christianis, saltem in gradu ordinario, in casu et ad effectum 
de quo agitur’ (whether the offer of life until death for the 
reason of charity, as well as at least the ordinary exercise of 
Christian virtues, is demonstrated in the cause and for the 
ends concerned). 


3! L’Osservatore Romano (14 July 2017): 28/6. 
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7 WHO MIGHT FALL INTO THIS CATEGORY? 


Missionaries, both religious and lay, who volunteer to serve 
those left behind to subsist in dangerous, strife-torn parts 
of the world, standing up to militants who threaten their 
charges; doctors, nurses and other medical personnel who 
cate for victims of deadly infectious diseases in primitive 
field hospitals and similar settings; pregnant mothers 
diagnosed with serious illness who forgo lifesaving 
treatment to avoid harming the unborn baby. There are 
people who might jump onto a subway track in the path 
of an oncoming train to rescue someone who has fallen; 
and those who rush into burning houses to pull out a loved 
one trapped inside, knowing they stood little or no chance 
to escape themselves. They ate people who did not neatly 
fit into the traditional categories of martyrdom or heroic 
virtues that have long applied to sainthood candidates. It 
would apply to people who had led a good Christian life and 
done something to save others that they know would result 
in certain and relatively quick death. One example would be 
that of Maximilian Kolbe, a Polish priest in the Nazi death 
camp at Auschwitz during World War I. Kolbe offered to 
take the place of a fellow prisoner who had been condemned 
to death by starvation as part of collective punishment for a 
prison escape. The Nazis killed Kolbe with a lethal injection 
of carbolic acid. Archbishop Marcello Bartolucci, secretary 
of the Congregation for Saints’ Causes, said the addition 
is meant “to promote heroic Christian testimony, (that has 
been) up to now without a specific process” for moving 
toward beatification.” 


8 DIFFERENCES AND PARTIAL SIMILARITIES 
BETWEEN OFFERING OF LIFE, HEROIC 
PRACTICE OF VIRTUE AND MARTYRDOM 


As a matter of fact, the way of offering of life partially 
looks like that of martyrdom as there’s the heroic giving of 
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one’s life, even dying, but it differs from it since there isn’t 
a persecutor imposing a choice against Christ. Likewise, the 
way of offering of life resembles that of heroic virtue Le., 
a heroic act of Charity (the gift of oneself), inspired by the 
example of Jesus Christ, but the offering of life differs from 
heroic virtue since the offering of life is not an extended or 
long-lived exercise of virtues and namely of a heroic charity. 
However, an ordinary exercise of the Christian life is required 
so to make possible and understandable the free and voluntary 
decision of giving one’s life in a supreme act of Christian 
love. It’s an exercise that exceeds the natural self-preservation 
instinct as it imitates Christ who gave himself to God the 
Father to save the world on the cross. 


This new path resembles that of martyrdom inasmuch 
as it refers to giving one’s life, but not due to violence caused 
by “hate of the faith” (dium fidet), but rather, as a “heroic act 
of charity.” It is a kind of charity that surpasses one’s natural 
instinct for self-preservation. This path has already been 
alluded to with the canonization of St. Maximilian Kolbe, who 
substituted himself for a condemned prisoner in Auschwitz. 
Kolbe is often referred to as a “martyr of charity.” 


Moreover, in contrast to the heroic practice of virtues, 
the offering of one’s life consists in “a unique, heroic act 
which, due to its radicalness, its irrevocable character, and its 
persistence until death, expresses fully the choice to follow 
Christ.” 


9 CONCLUSION 


The Holy Father Pope Francis, has opened the pathway/cause 
(“offering of life”) to declare as saints those who, following 
in the footsteps and teachings of Jesus, freely choose to give 
their lives for others in situations that they know will lead 
to their certain death. With this provision, not only have the 
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doctrine of canonizable Christian sanctity and the traditional 
procedure of the Church for the beatification of Servants of 
God been amended but they have been enriched with new 
horizons and opportunities for edifying the People of God, 
who in their Saints see the face of Christ, God’s presence 
in history and the exemplary realization of the Gospel. For 
centuries, consideration for the sainthood process required 
that a Servant of God a) heroically lived a life of Christian 
virtues or b) had been martyred for the faith or c) when there 
is evidence of strong devotion among the faithful to a holy 
man ot woman (equipollent canonization), the pope could 
waive a lengthy formal canonical investigation and could 
authorize their veneration as saints. While these three roads 
to sainthood remain unchanged, they were not adequate “for 
interpreting all possible causes”*’ of holiness. The addition of 
the new pathway/cause (offering of life) is meant “to promote 
heroic Christian testimony, (that has been) up to now without 
a specific process, precisely because it did not completely fit 
within the case of martyrdom or heroic virtues.” 


All the souls in heaven are saints, considered part of 
what is called, in Catholic terms, the Communion of Saints. 
However, among these saints, some have been officially 
recognized, by virtue of canonization, as an example for the 
rest of us to follow. The Church assures the faithful that these 
people are in heaven and invites us to ask for their intercession 
before the Throne of God, even as we are encouraged to 
follow in their footsteps here on earth. These canonized saints 
are our big brothers and sisters in the faith, so to speak, the 
saints who ate teferred to with the title “Saint” in their names. 


8 [bid., 28/1. 
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